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THE COil.ST GUARD SEAL PATROL 

Many duties fall t o t he lot, of t he Coast Guard and few among t,hem 
have a stronger appeal to the instincts of a seaman for observations of life 
at sea t han t,he qhar ge of v;atching over t he fur seals during t hnir amrnal 
migration northwar d from tb£~ South Paci fic Ocea.n to the rookeries on the 
Pribilof Islands, Beri ng Sea. This Seal Pat rol, which extends from the coast 
of' Washington to the Pribilof Islands, is probably the .most extensi'Te guardian
ship over sea life ever undertaken . It is carried on annually by the United 
Statos Coast Guard i n cooperation wi·th the United States Bureau of l"isheries. 

The navigators of t he North Pacific in the 180 1s a nd '90 1 s s till 
boar rucollections of the sight of countless numbers of fur seals headed in 
t he spring to the Pribilof Islands and the Commander Islands in the Bering Sea , 
and there in swarms they multiplied until the shores of these islands were 
lit erally one mass of sE-~al flesh. Just as the buff a.lo disappeared from the 
plains of our West, so a.lmost did the fur seal s meet the same .fote -- t he lure 
of great profits f rom the sale of their valuable fur skins and the ease v;ith 
which t hey could be captured att;ructed t he hunter and t ho trader in such large 
numbers that finally the rapidlJ diminishing number of fur seal;; invoked the 
int erest of t he United States, Greo.t Brit a in, Japan e.nd Russia in ;neasures to 
protect. the;n fron complete extinction. 

On July 7, 1911, there vms signed a t V!ashington 11The Convention .for 
t;he Protection of' ·t he Fur Seals and Sea Otter between t he United States and 
Great Britain, B.uss~a and Japan, which beca.~ie effective December 15, 1911. The 
Conwmtion, in effect , made t he Pribi l of Islands a haven of refuge for the f ur 
seals and made unlawful the killing, capture, or pursuit in any manner v:hatsoever 
of fur seals at se:.l i n the wat e rs of the Nort h Pacifi c Ocean north of the 30th 
parallal of' nort,h l atitude and including the seas of Bering, Kamchatka, Okhotsk 
and Japan . 'fhe onl y exceptions were the Indians, 1Ueuts or other aborigines 
dwollinf on t he American coast of t hese wat0rs who carry on pelagic sealing in 
canoes or undocked boats propelled wholly b;/ paddl es, ours, 01' S<:l:i..ls and not 
transported by or ust1d in cormection vd.t h other vessels, and !ne;.nned by not more 
than five persons each, and ··Nithout t he use of firearms. 

It is the d.uty of t he Coast Guard cut·ters on Seal Patrol to see to 
it th3.t the provisicns of the International Convention and rogulutions promul
gated pursuant thereto are strictly observed, and the effectiveness of t he 
Patrol is attost,ed by the fa.ct that only in one or t'''° minor insl;,~nc8s since 
1911 11::i.s anyone a ttempted to 1mlawfully kill f ur sea l s . Those m~.vigating the 
1.<Jat ers through which the fur seal migrat e north•Nard are uware of -t;he lar:- and 
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its heaV'j'. penalties and have a wholesome roi3pect for t he keenness of the 
Coast Gu..<:i.rd boarding officer to detect any pe1ag:Lc sealing uctivi ty . In the 
course of the Patrol> vessels are boarded and examined and all equipment c.nd 
gear a.re carefully scrutird.:1ed to make certain that none is c-~rried for pel
agic setling . 

Purs-uant t.o the Act of Congress approved August 24, 1912, it is the 
custom of the President of t.he United States to dnslgna.te each year several 
Coast Guard cutters to patrol th::; wat ers of the North Pv.ci.fic Ocean and Bering 
Sea frequented b;y- the seal herds. During the present. season of 1955 the cutters 
SHOSrIONE, Tl\J_,LAPOOSA, NORT!{LAND, CHJl.1_,.AN, SNOHOfUSH,and ITASCA a.nd a J.25-ft. 
patrol boat nill patrol t he waters :in which t he i'ur seal travel northward and 
around the Prib:Uof Islands . 

'rhe Pribilof Islandn are the Mecca for ·the fur seals during the sum
mer, and fro.P"\ all parts of the South Pacific Ocean they start their migration 
North during the late vrint.er, the leaders of the herds, usually mal es, making 
their appearance off the coast of Cali~~ornia dur.i.ng the: early pat. of March. As 
they reach the waters near ·&he southern boundary cf 1~he State of Washingt on, 
·the Coast Guard cut·t.0r SNCHOTHSH is the first cutter to take up the Patrol, 
guarding them from molesto.tion from tl:8 southern boundary of VJashJngton to Dixon 
Entrance. It is off this section of the American coast t hat t.he Indians are 
permi ·t.t.ed to kill fur seu,l in the manner pract:i.sed by their for.?.fathers . The 
ease rr.lth l'thich their canoes could be toi::ed out to sea by motorboat or outboard 
motor proved too much of a tempta tion for some of them to resist several years 
ago, but the s;trong arm of the la Yi ended this practice before it h:id gained any 
headvli:ly . The law requires that, in order to make their c.'.1.tch, t hDy shall use 
canoes and primitive met hods of propulsion and capture. Armed only with spears 
several Indians :i.n t.hdr smalJ. canoe ?rill padci.le about ~-0 miles out to sea, and 
a short life awaits the seal who comes within harpoon reach of one of these 
canoes. It is the pract:LcB for the canoes to leave shore about 5 o ' clock in 
the morn.1 ng and r~main at sea about tvrenty--four hours. Their ca'i;ch may range 
from tvro to f'i ve s eals, but qui.te often they return empty--ha.nde-:'l. 'l'h0 sea.son's 
catch b~-- t he Indians dwelling o.long the Unitecl St.ates and Canadian coasts is 
estimo.t0d at about l,ZOO, the disposition of the skins being handl0d by the Gov-
ernment agents on tha reservations . The safet,y- of these Indians in their frail 
era.ft far at sea_, particuL1rl;y during rough 'Heather, is o.lnays a concern of 
the Coast Guard cutter patroll ing t his section of t he coast, an::l quite frequently 
the cutter is called upon to assist them ashore or rescue them from imminent peril. 

During the See.l Pat.rol the cut,ters may sight the fur .seals singly, in 
groups of tvro or three, and then again in small herds of from one hundred to 
two hundre.d. Often they are seen sleeping upon the surface of tbe v1ater. They 
show a marked "-ntipathy towards approaching close to a cutter under 'Pay --
their guardian -- bu·t; if tho comnanding officer of the cutter l c:t his vessel 
drift w'lth the current while nearby fur se&.ls, t hey show no nesitancy in coming 
close up to the vessel and observing the ship <..nd •::;revr vdth great curiosity .Last 
sec.son the SNOHOi!iISH actud.ly counted 2, 635 fur sea:ts close to the ship during 
the month of April> the l .:u:·gest herds being observed. lS to 25 mi.les off the Wash
ington coast. 
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W"l th the s?dlJ. of an experi enced navigat or , which i s almost uncanny, 
t he fur seal;.; v;end t heil· vmy up ~hrough t he North Paci fic , p.·:i.!:isins through 
the openlngs in t he Aleutian Chain, and unfailingly rcacru ng t heir destination 
on either St . Paul I sland or St. George Island (the Pribilof Group). The Coast 
Guar d cutters practic<lll y escort t he fur seals t.o thP.ir si..umner homes in t he 
Bering Sea, one cutter after anothei:- following the course of t heir 11igration, 
usually running from 10 t o 100 milGs off t,he coast. The Seal Patrol i.s so ar
ranged and timed that t he fi.rst cutter s tarts northward with thn first major 
groups of fur seal s, and t he other cutters are dispatched at intervals there~ 
after . , insuring an effective and constant safeguard against t he poacher . And 
t his duty of Seal Patrol does not end until the fur sa~ls , after tho breeding 
season on the Pribilof Islands, st art their south>m.rd journey t o the South 
Pacific, ucually in August. 

From the alr.iost vanished herds of fur seals before t he signing of 
the International Convention, there are no\~· over a. million of these animals 
who migrate t o t he Pribilof Islands annually. There are a certain number 
killed each year at t he Pribilof Islands each ~rear under the direction of t he 
Bureau of Fisheries. The sale of t hei r skins provide the United States, Canada 
and Japan with an appreciabl e return . Last year 4~, 500 tnle fur S<)al:; were killed 
u.11der Government supervision, t he ?roc0ods from the sale of their s.l'.ins being 
divided 15 percent each to Canada and Japan, and 70 p:')rcent to the United Stutes . 

Through the diligent and effective seal patrol which is maintained 
in the Nort h Pacific Ocean and Bering Sea b-.r the Coest Guard cutter::. a nd the 
Bureau of Fis!:leries, there is being preserved for fu t,ure ecnerations the fascinat
ing sight of laree herds of these intelligent and valuable fur-beni·ing animals 
making t heir annual 11pilgi·image" to the Pribilof' Islunds . 
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U. S. Coast Guard Headquarters , 
Washington, D. C. , 

AugustlO, 1935. 

THE COAST GUARD SEAL PATROL 

(To.ken from 111.~ND OF THE tl.IDNIGHT SUN by Lieutenant 
Commander F. J. Birkett, U. S. Coast Guurd, published 
in Naval Institute Proceedings, May, 1929). 

The animal life of Bering Sea and the Arctic is very interesti ng . 
The fur-beo.ring seal is one of the rnost !'dmarka.ble . They nre the original 
navigators . How wonderful it is they are endoHed v1ith a sense, possibl y a 
"sixth sense 11 , which enables them to navigate with as much accuracy as the 
aver.age ship . Each spring they migrate, tens of thousands strong, from some
where south of the equator , up through the Pacific Ocean, then through the 
narrow om::nings between the Aleutian chain, and without fail a.re able to lo
cate their first home, either St. Paul or St . George Island, in the mid portion 
of t h(! Bering Sea. I say "first home 11 fur it is on these two islands that the 
11 pups 11 are born, the father and JJother becoming land animals ..Lor the few months 
which constitute t he breeding seasons . In June, about two neeks ahead of the 
others, the bull seals, large fellows weighing about five times as much as the 
females, arrive at these two islands, v;hichever was their birthplace . Choosing 
along the rocky beach strategic places, from :35 to 100 feet apart, i~he bulls 
theire a•,;ai t t heir \'.'i ves. 

The females play up and do;'m the beach looking over the bulls ashore , 
there being much turning of their heads on what seems t o be a universal joint . 
They are careful meanwhile to re:nain in the v:ater . After the female makes her 
decision, she waddles up the beach to her selected peirtner, there being mean
while much ado with the nodding and waving of heads , especially that of the 
male. Once the female has ri:1ade her decision, she cannot change it under pen
alty of death for, if she looks over the array of male seals and decides she 
wants to change her choi ce, let her beware. ·rhe f'irst time she attempt s to 
stray, 11papa11 may only nip a little, hole in hor pelt vi.th his long razor l i ke 
teeth, but; if she again attempts it, he is liable to lose his tempe1· and, pick
ing her up by the nape of her neck, nill throv: her over his h~ad high enough 
to shake all dcsiro out of her to abandon him. At h:i.s rookery 1 which finally 
contains from t7:o to a hundred rives, t hey are all virtually prisoners for 
weeks . The bull seal never sleeps, never gets a drink of v;ater or a mouthful 
of food for about three months. After the pup arrives &nd posterity is assured, 
t he mother is allowed to proceed to sea for food . She finds squid aplenty 
about 60 miles offshore from the islands. The pups gather together in large 
"pods" while mother is awa;y, and it is marvelous t;o see the mother, upon her 
return, able without fail to p±ck out her om young from the thousands of 
other llttle fellows, and if anything happens to the mother , no other will 
adopt her offspring. This was pitffu1J.y demonstrated in the days when t he 
ser.,.l poachers were active . As the males, except bachelors, stayed ashor e during 
the summer , it was mainly the mothers the poachers caught at sea and thouse.nds 



of little ones starved to death, ohe for 8ach mother tha.t vw.s taken by the 
poachers ; The bulls are able tc- maintain a harem .froi,i the age of four to 
five years . Many battles tak0 place in tho rookeries when bachelors attempt 
to set up housek8eping. If they can manage to homestead on the outer sector, 
prov:Lding they too are formidable cnoub: i, they nc.y oucceed, but more frequently 
there is a i..mifiGd opposition by all bulls in that region. If, v1hen attacked 
by several of the big boys, t he ;:toung bull (bachelor) ret,reats inshore and 
gets D.<!:ay fast enough, he survives, but alas for him i f he follor·:s hi.s instinct, 
which is to seek the sea; for on the vmy to the beach the bulls will converge 
on the bachelor and long b~~foro he maki~s the 7·.<ater he will be torn to pieces. 
The result is tho.t there are established bachelor rookeries a good dist.11nce 
to the side of the harems. By the thousands the you.'1g feJ.lows stay there be-· 
cause they believe in safety first. 

The United Stat es Government has found that the herds multiply just 
as f o.st if about 25,000 of the chree-year-old bachelors are killed off each 
summer; these are the pelts disposed of by the Government at the fur sales, 
which fur s make such beautiful lady 1 s coats . No females are killed. . The manner 
in >Ihich the bachelors are killed is crude but effective. Several natives of 
th~ Pribilof Islands, em_ployed by ·!;he Bureau of Fisheries} cut a hundred or so 
out of the herd cf bachelors a.nd drive them s lowly quite & distance to the 
killing grounds. The seals travel sl01.nly over the land and muGt not be over
heated. On the kill ing ground they are given a blow over the heud, then the 
throa t is cut and the pelt rer::oved. The skins are trimmed of fat, salted and 
shipped to St. Louis in barrels, which are taken to Seattle by Coast Guard ves
sels or other craft. By contract the skins arc t:inned and dyed in St. Louis, 
and l ater sol d ·t;o the highest bidder in lots . 

At the end of the breeding season the bull seal has lost half of his 
weight; he is exhausted and before he has strength enough to procaed to sea for 
food, he falls over in a heavy sleep v1hich lasts for several days . Like the 
salmon, whose presence is not knovm 11 when he goes dmm to the sea11 , i:1hen the 
seals leave the Pribilof Islands and head south no one is sure v1here they go. 
Passing vessels have sighted them bound south, below the equator, still going. 
Some think they go to the Antarctic and others believe they have some feeding 
grounds out of the line of all i~ravel. The seals bound south keep ~;rell out at 
se::i.. When they go north in tha spring, they foJilo"l'·i our coast, from 10 to 100 
miles offshore. Native Indians of the Northwest are allowed to take the seals 
en route by spearing only, and must use boats under oars. Each y01u· the natives 
living at Qwlllayute River B.nd Neah Bay, Washington, take about 600. The 
Canadian Indians kill o. like amount . 

The walrus who lives in the Arctic i s another interdsting animal. 
He is much larger than the fur seal, beiug as large as a baby hippomatus and 
about the same color. He feed~:> on the botto111 of the Arctic Ocean, digging his 
clams 1·;i th t v!O laree ivory tusks. His heavy ~eeth easily crush the shells and 
strangely enough, the first process by nature :i.s the separating of shells from 
the meat. Wheneve:r an Eskimo kills a walrus, he alv;ays counts on about a 
bushel of shucked clams for his food . The Eskimo also eE!.ts the ;1alrus meat . 
He especially b.kes hair seal i:ieat and fur seal meat . 'fhc fur seal liver tastes 
like the finest calves' liver. Young sea lion ment is delicious. Whale meat 
is the greatest delicacy for the Eskimo. He also i s fond of duck~; , ·,·.;hi.ch a.re 
plentiful in the Arctic. 
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The Eskimo likes all of his moat~ 11 ripeL They $-eern to have a high 
i :mnunity fro;;i ptomaine poisoning, but now and then they are vi c l;iras of it , for 
when thoy find a dead animal washed ashore, it is too J~uch of a temptation 
to t hem and not infrequently results in their death. All gamo 'Yi.th the Eskililo 
is a commtmity affair·, a 11potlatch11 • The old citizens are first taken care of. 
This custom does not extend to t he whale bone, ivory and fox pelts, etc. as they 
become t he property of the hmter . :fi'oxes are killod by the natives with a 22 
caliber high-powered rifle . The native husky dogs love to chase tho fox and some
times ki ll one. So keen is their love of the hunt tha t when on the trail, 
under harness c..s a dog team, if a fox is sighted, the Eskimo driver is almost 
helpless, the dogs chasing off in whatever direction the fox is seen and maey 
a wrecked sled is the result. 
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